suicide. Other studies reporting on inpatient suicide found the risk of suicide particularly high in patients with personality and affective disorders [1] and poor relationships with family members. [6] Overcrowding is a well-known problem in psychiatric hospitals worldwide. It typically arises when there is a shortage of beds in relation to need, or when acute beds are 'blocked' by individuals who no longer need hospital care but for whom no suitable community support is available. Studies have shown that more violent incidents occur in the unit when the number of patients is high. Reasons why overcrowding could lead to increased aggression include the stressful experience of psychiatric admission itself, increased psychosocial stress, intrusion into personal space, disrupted patient and staff activities, and possibly the fact that patients get less attention from ward staff because of increased demands on time. Overcrowding has also been associated with an increase in violent assaults on staff in psychiatric wards for the same reason. [7] Authors Strumpher and Jacobs conducted interviews, in the aftermath of the above-mentioned suicides, with several of the nurses on duty at the time and, as is clear from the following comments (as yet unpublished data), a number of nurses did consider the fact that the wards were overcrowded as a possible contributing factor:
'We cannot say no to admissions, then we go 50, 60, 70 … now you must imagine 70 psychotic, acutely ill patients!' 'The patients become agitated when the ward is overcrowded, when there are so many patients there is a lot of incidents happening; it was so chaotic' .
In the case of the above inpatient suicides, the following could be considered as contributing factors: they were young, single, unemployed males with psychotic illness who abused substances. Furthermore, although the literature does not suggest a specific association, the fact that the ward was clearly overcrowded at the time of these incidents, coupled with the well-known association of increased violent acts in overcrowded psychiatric inpatient wards, makes one consider the possibility that, in these particular inpatient suicides, overcrowding may have a been a contributing factor. Hence overcrowding should be considered a risk factor for inpatient suicide.
